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Welcome to “The VISTA Leader’s Guide to Elevating Relationships with Site Supervisors.” Our 

team developed this product over the course of four months as part of an Action Learning Challenge 
(ALC). Eight VISTA Leaders from across the United States of America worked together to evaluate how 
VISTA Leaders and VISTA Site Supervisors can work in unison for the betterment of the program. 
 
 

 
 Our team’s goal is to provide VISTA Leaders with tools to elevate their relationships with VISTA 
Site Supervisors. Our purpose is to help both parties work together to reach their full potential, 
maximize program outcomes, and improve the VISTA member experience. 
 
 Our team developed this product with two specific target populations in mind: VISTA Leaders 
and VISTA Site Supervisors. As current VISTA Leaders, we realized that we would have a greater 
influence over other Leaders. However, we also understand that communication is a two-way street, 
and both Leaders and supervisors need to be involved. With this in mind, we focused our product on 
Leaders, but also included a Top 9 List of resources and tools that will aid supervisors in 
communicating with their VISTA Leaders. 
 
 One goal of a VISTA Leader is to maximize the VISTA member’s performance and ensure a great 
VISTA experience for them. This product examines exactly how a VISTA Leader can work with the 
VISTA Site Supervisor to achieve this goal. 
 
 

 
 In examining the necessary tools for elevating the Leader/Supervisor relationship, we found that 
resources focused in three major content areas would be most beneficial: 
 

 
 

In order for both Leaders and Supervisors to easily understand and retain the tools of this 
product, each focus area follows a similar structure: 
 

1. Provide a VISTA Leader Story that outlines possible barriers 
2. Supply an overview and introduction to the specific focus area 
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3. Present Tools and Resources to help VISTA Leaders and VISTA member Supervisors 
overcome barriers and elevate the relationship. 

4. Provide examples of what success can look like through “Elevating In Action” 
examples. 

 

 
 More and more VISTA projects are including VISTA Leaders in their structure. Therefore, we 
wanted to provide an additional piece for Supervisors that provides them with the necessary knowledge 
to work with Leaders effectively and efficiently.  
 

This additional resource, “9 Tips for Building a Dynamic VISTA Leader/Site Supervisor 
Relationship”, includes information on everything from role clarity to communication techniques to 
maximizing your VISTA members’ experience. 

 
 

 
 
VISTA – Volunteers In Service To America 
 

VISTA Site Supervisor – The Supervisor at the VISTA member’s respective host site who is 
responsible for day-to-day supervision and coaching of the VISTA. Other terms may include VISTA 
member Supervisor, Sub-site supervisor, VISTA Supervisor, etc. 
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Effective communication between Supervisors and VISTA Leaders is critical to a successful 
working relationship, as it saves time and energy that would otherwise be wasted on misunderstanding. 
 By utilizing effective communication skills, you will be able to build a stronger relationship with the 
VISTA Site Supervisors, and therefore be better able to support the VISTA Members you lead. 
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Communication is the process of sharing information, thoughts or feelings. It involves both 

nonverbal and verbal behaviors.1 It involves two or more people in a speaking (giving) and listening 

(receiving) role.1,3 

 

In order for communication to be effective, the message you are sending needs to be understood 

accurately by the receiver(s).  By implementing strategies aimed towards clear understanding, effective 

communication will take place. 

 
 

 

        
➢ Listening:  The key to strong communication is strong listening.  Effective communication is a 

challenging concept to achieve if either party is not actively listening to what is being said.   

 

➢ Mirroring:  "Mirroring" is a communication concept that helps build listening skills.  A person 

is using the strategy of mirroring when the listener will paraphrase back to the speaker what the 

speaker just said.  For example, if a VISTA Site Supervisor is sharing their frustrations about a 

VISTA member to a VISTA Leader, a strategy for the VISTA Leader to ensure they are 

understanding each concern would be to repeat the message back to the Site Supervisor (i.e. 

"What I hear you saying is that you are unhappy with x,y,z etc”).  Mirroring provides the 

opportunity to explain any ambiguous remarks while also providing the speaker the opportunity 

to clarify any remarks not understood correctly. 

 

➢ Nonverbal communication:  Nonverbal communication plays an important role in effective 

communication.  Maintaining eye contact and open body language sends the message that the 

speaker is being heard and what he/she has to say is being viewed as important by the 

listener(s).   

 

➢ “I Statements”:  Using “I statements” is important when communicating, especially during 

tense situations or times of conflict.  Speaking from your own experiences, thoughts, and 

opinions is crucial in maintaining an open line of communication and preventing further feeling 

of hostility or conflict. It removes the blame and allows each member to be heard. For example, 

instead of a VISTA Leader saying “you are not open to my ideas and not respecting my position” 

the VISTA Leader could say “I feel my ideas are not being respected and makes me feel that my 

position as VISTA Leader is not being respected.” Although this change of words seems small, 

the effect it can have in keeping the communication line open is tremendous.   
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➢ Asking the right questions:  Learning to not being afraid or hesitant to ask questions. The 

ability to clarify next steps can help prevent ineffective communication and misunderstanding 

from occurring in the future. 

 

 

Speaking 

Verbal communication can be complicated. Words are abstractions that have been assigned to 

an object, emotion or action. We use some of the same words for different meanings and rely solely on 

context and connotation to differentiate meaning. No communication is perfect, but communication 

can be functional. A person who communicates functionally firmly states their case, clarifies and 

qualifies what they are saying, asks for feedback, as well as is receptive to the feedback they receive.2 

 

When speaking, there are a few ways to make yourself more easily understood: 

 
  

There are 3 types of data you can use when explaining your thoughts: 

-  The first is things that are directly observable. As a VISTA Leader you may have seen 

the written policy detailing the role of a VISTA member.  

- The second is anecdotal, something you have read or previously experienced. As 

a VISTA you may have had a site that did not understand your role and misused you.  

- The last is measurable data which includes statistics, reports and analyses. As a 

VISTA Leader you may know that 45% of your VISTA Site Supervisors haven’t received 

proper VISTA supervisor training. 

 

 In testing your perspective, seek for what you are missing and encourage others to share their 

views. Many people will ask “Do you agree?” This is a bad test because it makes it difficult for the other 

person to disagree. There are two great tests you can use. The first is a casual simple test. Ask, “Is there 

are better way to make sense of this?” Another option is the high power tests. High power tests are 

better when putting forward a strong opinion or when there is a power difference. Ask, “Can you help 

me see my blind spot?”2 

 

Feedback 

As a VISTA Leader, there will be times you may need to give 

feedback. Here are some tips for making your feedback effective:  
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- First, make sure the speaker is open to receiving feedback. While you may be able 

to sense this, it is a good practice to ask.  

- Second, make sure the feedback you give is actionable. The best form of feedback is 

one that produces learning and real-life results, and avoids the creation or extension of 

hostile feelings. Giving actionable, constructive feedback allows the other person to learn 

more quickly and more specifically because they will know what is working and what is not.4 

 

When giving feedback, also remember that what you see and how you interpret things might be 

different than how the other person sees and interprets those same things.5 We all give behaviors 

internal or external causes.5 People tend to see their success as resulting from internal things they did 

and their failures as something resulting from outside forces. This helps their motivation and 

persistence (Cannon). Outside viewers, such as yourself, many times commit a fundamental attribution 

error where you underestimate the situation and external causes of behavior and overestimate the 

impact of personal causes of behavior when trying to understand another person's actions.6 Try to keep 

this in mind as you are giving feedback to help prevent the other person from shutting down and not 

understanding what you are saying. 

 

For example, a supervisor comes to you upset that their VISTA is not dressing professionally. 

They believe their VISTA does not care about their appearance and ask you to address it. The supervisor 

believes the actions (not dressing professionally) are internal to the VISTA. In talking to the VISTA, you 

discover they reason they are not dressing professionally is because they do not have professional 

clothes and cannot afford to go buy any on their VISTA stipend. They are blaming their problem on 

external causes.  

 

Other things to keep in mind when giving feedback include making sure to focus on the 

behaviors that caused the situation. If you attack the person instead, they may believe they are not 

capable of changing, and the problem will continue. Additionally, make sure your feedback is concrete 

so the receiver knows exactly what you are saying. It is helpful to include information about the specific 

environment and behaviors you see, as well as including examples in your suggestion. Finally, make 

sure your give specific ways the person can change their behaviors.  

 

In the example above, you could help the VISTA look through some extra donations at your site 

to find professional clothes or recommend some great thrift stores where they could get professional 

clothes. You might also suggest to the supervisor to give it some time while the VISTA works to build a 

better wardrobe.  

 

 
Active Listening 

Listening helps us to build and improve our relationships. Many times, if the 

speaker feels they are being listened to, they are more likely to feel valued and 

therefore value the listener as well. 
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Listening is not the same as hearing. It can be very difficult to actively listen. There are three 

major barriers you have to overcome to truly listen. The first challenge to avoid is judging, this includes 

both praising and criticizing. Next you have to prevent yourself from responding by avoiding (i.e. 

changing the subject). Finally, listening is not about solving a problem. Sometimes a person needs to 

talk to another person to develop their own solution.3 This becomes very important as a VISTA Leader. 

It will not always be your job to fix, but instead help the VISTA site supervisor work out their own 

solution. 

 

The best way to help yourself overcome these listening challenges is to actively listen. Active 

listening requires just a few skills, all of which can be learned:  

- The first set of skills to master is your attending abilities. Attending skills involve 

things such as looking at the speaker, maintaining an involved posture (face the speaker, do 

not fidget, leaning in). Active listening is not just about how you look, it is also about the 

environment. If possible, choose an environment with few distractions and arrange the 

space to fit your purpose. For example, if you are trying to simply build a relationship with 

the VISTA Supervisor, sitting near each other is helpful. 

- Next, master your following abilities. Following skills involve infrequent but direct 

questions, verbal and non-verbal encouragers (smiles, nods, “uh-huh”), and other signals 

that you are ready to listen (such as starting a conversation by asking about how the other 

person is today). 

- Finally, learn to master your reflective abilities. Reflective or mirroring skills help 

ensure that you understand the message being presented. This can be achieved by 

paraphrasing the message, and occasionally making summative statements where you 

combine everything you have paraphrased. For example, if a VISTA Site Supervisor is 

sharing their frustrations about a VISTA member to a VISTA Leader, a strategy for the 

VISTA Leader to ensure they are understanding each concern would be to repeat the 

message back to the Site Supervisor (i.e. "What I hear you saying is that you are unhappy 

with x,y,z etc”).  Mirroring provides the opportunity to explain any ambiguous remarks while 

also providing the speaker the opportunity to clarify any remarks not understood correctly. 

 

Practicing these three skills are important, however if you really care about what the other 

person is saying, you will find that all three abilities will come naturally.  

 

 
 

For tips on how to be a better listener, visit: 

http://www.mindtools.com/CommSkll/ActiveListening.htm 

http://www.mindtools.com/CommSkll/ActiveListening.htm
http://www.mindtools.com/CommSkll/ActiveListening.htm
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Visit these other Action Learning Challenge products that you may find helpful: 

1. Leading From a Distance:  http://tinyurl.com/leadingfromadistance 

2. Effective VISTA-Supervisor Relationships:  http://tinyurl.com/vista-supervisorrelationship 

 

Emotions 

Emotions serve a social function and convey information about intentions. To navigate social 

interactions, people have to process emotional information and manage emotional responses. We infer 

other intentions from their emotional cues and use those cues to guide our behaviors. “The ability to 

manage emotions is likely to contribute to warm, smooth, and spontaneous social interactions to the 

extent that it enhances positive emotions, preempts conflict and tension, and facilitates executive 

functions as well as a flexible focus of attention”.6 

 

Body Language 

 Body language is just as important as the words spoken in any given conversation. 

Understanding your own body language and how to read others’ body language can significantly 

improve the quality of the conversation between groups of people. Posture, eye contact, gestures, 

speech and tone of voice all play a part in what and how we communicate with others and each of these 

aspects should be considered when engaging in conversation. 

 

For tools on how to better understand body language and its role in communication visit: 

http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/Body_Language.htm 

 

 

 

 
 

For more information, visit http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newCS_85.htm 

http://tinyurl.com/leadingfromadistance
http://tinyurl.com/leadingfromadistance
http://tinyurl.com/vista-supervisorrelationship
http://tinyurl.com/vista-supervisorrelationship
http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/Body_Language.htm
http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newCS_85.htm
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 A relationship is defined as the way in which two or more people or groups talk to, behave 

towards, and deal with each other. Relationships are formed in all parts of your life, family, friends, 

colleagues etc. While a professional relationship can be similar to other types of relationships, one 

major difference is that professional relationships include boundaries. Think about how you interact 

with people in your organization versus how you interact with people outside your organization. You 

say different things and act a different way.   

 

A positive relationship is one where two people can work together in a cooperative manner. It 

involves trust, support, open communication and respect.  However, this does not mean the 

relationship is free of conflict.  In fact, a positive relationship will be capable of working through conflict 

in an open, cooperative and respectful dialogue.   

 

 
Positive professional relationships, including those with supervisors, have many benefits. 

Positive professional relationships help to foster engagement.7 This means supervisors will be more 

engaged with you, as a VISTA Leader, their VISTA members, and the VISTA program as a whole. For 
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many VISTA Leaders, part of their VLAD is to help supervisors understand the VISTA program. 

Forming relationships is the first step! Relationships can also create an “all-in-it together” mentality 

which may help supervisors be more loyal to the mission of the VISTA program.8 

 

 Positive professional relationships will also make your environment more enjoyable.7,8 

Relationships are the bases for a social support network and collaboration. Forming this positive 

connection will help supervisors trust you more and be more likely to tell you when they need your 

assistance.  

 

 Positive professional relationships are the context for teamwork, leadership and collaboration.9 

When a strong, positive professional relationship exists, the collaboration between parties are elevated 

to a stronger, more collaborative working relationship with greater results.   

 

 

 
 Appreciative Inquiry is the belief that every organization has something that works—things that 

give it life when it is most alive, effective, successful, and connected in healthy ways to its stakeholders 

and communities. Appreciative Inquiry begins by identifying what is positive and then connects to 

those items in ways that heighten energy and vision for change.11 This theory can be applied not just to 

organizational assets but also relationships. When the strengths in a relationship are focused on and 

enhanced, the overall effectiveness of the relationship and collaborative culture will also strengthen. 

 

Here are some examples of Appreciative Inquiry questions a VISTA Leader could ask a VISTA 

Site Supervisor to identify ways they can work together to their full potential:  
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One way to elevate a relationship to a more productive level is by setting strong long term and 

short term goals. Below is a tool that can help you set goals that will lead to success.  

For each goal you set, make sure they are S.M.A.R.T. - Specific, Measurable, Attainable, 

Realistic, and Time-bound. See the chart below for more details on how to make your goals S.M.A.R.T. 

 

 
Creating S.M.A.R.T. Goals. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://topachievement.com/smart.html 12 

 

Putting everything together in one S.M.A.R.T. goal would look like this: 

By the end of my second month as a VISTA, I will have recruited 35 volunteers from the local 

university to staff our after school program 3 days a week. 

 

To take an evaluation and see if you are achieving your goals, visit: 

http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/goal-setting-quiz.htm 

 

 

 

 

http://topachievement.com/smart.html
http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/goal-setting-quiz.htm
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Another way you can elevate your relationship to a more productive level is to perform a SWOT 

analysis. A SWOT analysis is an evaluation tool, set up in a grid, that allows individuals or groups the 

opportunity to take a look at an organization or situation and uncover what’s working, what could be 

improved, and what potential roadblocks may be in the way of accomplishing your goal. The chart 

below shows one example of how to use the SWOT chart. 

It is important to note that strengths and weaknesses are an internal evaluation. You will discuss 

things like personal qualities or characteristics, things happening within the organization, 

circumstances you have control over, etc. On the contrary, opportunities and threats are external 

considerations. So what is happening around you that can be taken advantage of or even be harmful to 

you or your situation. 

 

 
SWOT Analysis. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTMC_05.htm 13 

 

 

 

http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTMC_05.htm
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Similar to the SWOT analysis, the PEST analysis is a grid evaluation that looks at the factors 

surrounding you or your situation so you can plan ahead be more successful in the long term. PEST 

stands for Political, Economic, Socio-Cultural and Technological environments in which you function. 

Refer to the following grid to see how a PEST analysis works.  

 

 
PEST Analysis. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTMC_09.htm 14 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTMC_09.htm
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 There are several basic elements to every positive relationship. Four great elements to base your 

professional relationships on are trust, respect, support and communication.   

- Trust is the feeling that others can rely on you. They know you are capable of doing 

everything in your VLAD, knowledgeable of your VISTA Leader role and available as needed. 

Respect includes an unrestricted regard for another person.  

- Respect does not rely solely on a person’s status in the workplace. The respect you give your 

VISTAs should be the same respect you give your own supervisor and administrative staff.  

- Someone who is supportive provides emotional support for others when needed. As a 

VISTA Leader, support is not just something you provide for your VISTAs; you need be able 

and ready to support to anyone, including VISTA Supervisors.  

- Communication needs to be as optimistic, open, and direct as possible.10 See the first 

section for more information and resources for communication.  

  

Just as there are basic elements to a positive relationship, there are also several ways to make 

your relationship the most productive. Wheelan (2010) recommends the following ways to make your 

relationships as productive as possible:10 
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               It is important to build relationships with supervisors as soon as possible. One important thing 

to remember is that relationships are built on an individual basis.  You cannot build relationships by 

meeting with all of the Site Supervisors at once. Each person is an individual and each relationship 

requires different things.  

 

The first step is to breakdown any mental barriers, including the idea that the Site 

Supervisor is too high on the organizational chain for you to reach. Do not be afraid of the supervisor’s 

power. To overcome your fear of rejection, assume they also want an effective professional relationship 

with you.18 

  

 The next step is to reach out to the supervisor. Many times a person is waiting to be 

invited to be involved. Ask the supervisor to do something special with you and their VISTA. Ask them 

how you can be involved in their projects.15 Relationships go beyond the work environment. People like 

to talk about themselves and their life outside of work. Ask each supervisor about themselves and tell 

them about yourself.  By sharing personal information you will be able to make a connection with each 

of the supervisors.  When learning about the other person, do not judge them, just listen.8,15,18 

  

 Lastly, be persistent in winning their trust. Communicate and interact repeatedly. It may 

take some time.15,18 Nothing is instantaneous.  

 

 

 
  Once you have built a relationship with a supervisor, you must maintain it. You are 

personally responsible for maintaining relationships, and it often only takes a few minutes each day 

to maintain any relationship.9 Here are a few tips:  

- Occasionally check in with each supervisor. When you check in, make sure to thank 

them for what they are doing for their VISTA and ask if there is any way you can help. It is 

important to acknowledge their time and effort, as well as indicate your availability to aiding 

in their success. During all interactions be sure to communicate openly. Check out the 

Effective Communication section for more information.  

- Pay attention to your actions and how they might assist or undermine a positive 

relationship.9 If you both agree to set aside time each month to speak and you consistently 

are late, you may be sending a message that you do not care.  

- Set boundaries.8 Boundaries are topics of conversation that each of you agree to not talk 

about or share. For example, supervisors may not want you to get overly involved in their 

day to day task, but do need your assistance understanding the larger picture and interacting 

with their VISTAs. Additionally, you may not want to talk about personal conversations you 

have with your VISTAs, but do want to keep the Site Supervisor aware of barriers their 

particular VISTA member is facing. It is all about striking a balance.  
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In any relationship, conflict will eventually surface. There are both positive and negative ways to 

deal with such conflict. People react to conflict in four different ways: 

  

 The first style is avoidance. This style is associated with people who really dislike conflict 

and who run away the moment things become difficult. They may also be passive aggressive. An 

example would be a Site Supervisor who tells you they are in agreement with your idea, but then 

notifies your supervisor that your idea is inappropriate.  

 

A second style is competitiveness. Competition is when a person cares for their desires 

above all others’, and will use all their power to achieve those goals. Competitors can be characterized as 

“my way or the highway”.16 An example would be a Site Supervisor who uses their authority over their 

VISTA member to keep you out of the loop.  

 

In contrast, a third style is accommodation. People who accommodate place the 

relationship above all else and will give anything and everything to keep the relationship active. An 

example would be a supervisor who agrees with everything you suggest, with no feedback, in order to 

ensure your willingness to assist them and their VISTA member.  

 

The final style is compromising. Someone who compromises in conflict settles for a small 

bit of what each party wants.16 An example would be a VISTA Supervisor that is constantly trying to 

find middle ground with you and/or their VISTA member, in order to ensure fairness.  

 

To treat conflict in a healthy manner, here are four conversational steps you could take: 

 

The first is the “what happened" conversation. We spend a lot of time assuming our view 

of the situation is correct, but conflicts are really about conflicting “perceptions, interpretations, and 

values”. In every situation, we are constantly assessing what information we have and interpreting that 

information through the lens of our past and internal rules. To resolve the “what happened” 

conversation both parties must adopt a learning stance. This is where both parties try to understand the 

other's point of view. In addition, each party must develop an “and” stand, which assumes both 

interpretations are correct.17 Without this agreement, the other two conversations cannot take place. 

 

Second is the “feeling” conversation, which is central to the conflict. Feelings are what 

brought the conflict to the forefront. If you do not have a separate conversation addressing both parties' 

feelings, those very feelings will leak into the other conversations, making it difficult to try and 

understand the other's point of view. The best way to speak about feelings is to frame your feelings 

within the problem at hand. It is important to not try and evaluate your or the other party’s emotions. If 

possible, just tell the other person what you are feeling and allow them time to do the same.17 
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Next is the “identity” conversation. This conversation is done internally. It involves asking 

yourself what this issue says about your self-worth and sense of who you are.17 This is an important step 

that cannot be skipped. This is time that allows you to reflect and grow. 

 

The final step is the “learning” conversation. This final conversation will hopefully end in 

collaboration and understanding. During this phase, a “third story” is adopted, one that allows both 

individual stories to have some truth. If you are struggling, invite a third party in to help identify and 

create a "third story". Next, extend an invitation to a third party to help you find a resolution. When 

embarking on the "learning" conversation, be sure to inform the other person of your purpose in 

discussing the issue at hand. It is vital that you do not impose that they must participate; if they do not 

join, just be persistent in your desire to discuss the issue, and if not now then hopefully later. During the 

conversation, make sure to talk about each story, where that story comes from, the impact on you, and 

your feelings. Make sure to reflect on any identity issues you have and take responsibility for your 

contribution to the issue.  

 

Below are some additional steps to help you with conflict: 

 

 
Adapted from Difficult Conversations: How to Discuss What Matters Most. Stone, Patton, and Heen, 1999. 17 
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One definition of leadership is “a process of social influence in which one person is able to enlist 

the aid and support of others in the accomplishment of a common task”.19 Leadership is also defined as 

the process by which a person gets a group to pursue an objective or vision,20 coordinating activities of 

group members, being focused on the needs of the people and the organization being lead.21 Leadership 

includes many different concepts, such as exercising power, gaining status, being the boss, task 

orientation, caring for people, empowerment, providing a vision, and/or showing a moral way.20 

Regardless of the definition and concept, one thing is clear: leaders lead in many different styles. 

 

 
               It is important to understand leadership styles because the way a person leads can affect the 

organization’s relationship with the community, influence the way a team interacts, or influence how 

much risk a team is willing to take in proposing new ideas.23 It is important to be conscious of both your 

style and the style of other leaders. This awareness helps keep you, your team and your organization on 

track.20 
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 Being more understanding of your leadership style and the style of those alongside you will help 

you be more engaged, as well as help you understand what annoys or energizes you and those you work 

with. Ultimately, understanding leadership styles will make you a stronger and more productive VISTA 

Leader.  

 

 

 
 

 
 Leadership style is defined as the way the process of leadership is implemented.20 This 

implementation includes the leader’s methods of interacting with others, their vision of their position 

and how successful they are in their leadership position. Most great leaders are fluid and move between 

many different styles.21-22,26 

 

There are several different ways researchers classify leadership styles: 

 

Transactional vs. Transformational Leadership 

 The easiest way to distinguish styles of leadership is transactional or transformational 

leadership. Transactional leaders think of each interaction between themselves and another person 

as a transaction.  They believe that for every instance in which they do something nice for another 

person, that person owes them something nice back. For example, a VISTA Supervisor might think that 

because they took time to answer a few questions for you, that you owe him/her a favor.  

 

 Transformational leaders, on the other hand, have the goal of giving their team members a 

vision, values, and hopes. They use different methods to do this including persuasion, setting examples, 

charisma, task orientation, and caring for their people.20 For example, a VISTA Supervisor might 

explain that their VISTA is writing thank you letters because doing so increases the likelihood that 

somebody would donate again. 

 

Specific Styles 

 A second way to describe leadership styles is by describing and grouping certain characteristics. 

This leadership style is influenced by prior experiences, “action logic”, and your emotional 

intelligence.22-23,26 When exhibiting this style, leaders do not act based on a fixed personality, but 

instead use their prior experiences to influence their actions.  “Action logic” is how a leader reacts when 

their power is challenged and how they interact with their surroundings.23 Emotional Intelligence is the 

ability to manage oneself and one’s relationships effectively. It involves self-awareness, self-

management, social awareness and social skills.22 

 This style of leadership tends to change the climate of the organization. Climate includes such 

factors as how free team members feel to innovate (flexibility), how responsible to the organization the 

team members feel, the level of standards, what performance feedback is given, what reward system is 
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available, the clarity of the mission, and how strong the commitment to the team purpose is.22 Take a 

moment to think about your own site - how free do you feel to innovate, and how responsible do you 

feel for your projects? 

 

Below are a few types of leadership:  

1. Coercive Leaders: Coercive leaders demand immediate compliance. A coercive leader needs 

to feel in control. All decisions are made from the top-down, and new ideas cannot be 

introduced by the team. Team members tend to not understand a coercive leader’s vision nor do 

they feel responsible for the project. It is recommended that this style should only be used in an 

emergency or when the leader needs to shock people into changing their methods. 21-23 

 

2. Pacesetting Leaders: Pacesetting leaders set high performance standards, as well as expect 

excellence and self-direction of their team members. They set goals to do tasks better and faster, 

and expect their team to follow such goals. In a pacesetting environment team members can feel 

overwhelmed, that guidelines are not clear, and/or that they cannot have their own vision. 

Pacesetting should be used rarely, only when action and results are critical.21-22,26 

 

3. Affiliative Leaders: Affiliative leaders believe “people come first”.22 They value individuals 

and their emotions more than the task. Affilative leaders build loyalty in their team. They also 

allow their team to experiment, have good communication and give lots of positive feedback. 

The major problem with this type of leadership is that it tends to let poor performance go 

uncorrected.21-23 

 

4. Democratic Leaders: Democratic leaders build consensus through participation. They spend 

time getting ideas, getting buy-in to ideas, as well as building trust and commitment. 

Democratic leaders increase a team’s morale, feelings of responsibility and are realistic about 

what can and cannot be accomplished. This style is good when you are uncertain about what is 

going on at a site because you are new and need guidance. It is not good when there is a crisis or 

when the team is uninformed about a project.21-22 

 

5. Coaching Leaders: Coaching leaders focus on developing people for the future by looking for 

and connecting their strengths and weaknesses to future plans. Coaching leaders are good at 

delegating challenging tasks, and tend to create a good environment for the team. They have 

constant dialogue with their team members, which explains the organizational vision, allows for 

experimentation and builds commitment by telling employees “I believe in you”.21-22 This style is 

great in most situations, but can be harmful if the team is in a crisis and lacks time for 

development. 

 

6. Authoritative Leaders: Authoritative leaders move people towards a vision and let them find 

a way to complete that goal. This style increases team commitment, rewards and an 

understanding of the vision. This style is great in most situations especially when the 

organization needs a new direction or when the group is drifting away from their goals. 

Authoritative leaders must be careful to not become overbearing.  
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Strengths based leaderships is a concept Tom Rath and Barry Conchie explain in their book, 

“Strengths Based Leadership.” According to Rath and Conchie, there are 4 domains of leadership. See 

the chart below for each leadership style and what having those strengths mean. 

 

 

 
 

Rath, T., & Conchie, B. (2008). Strengths Based Leadership: Great Leaders, Teams, and Why People Follow. New York, NY: Gallup, Inc.24 

 

 

For more information or to find out your own strengths, we encourage you to visit the book “Strengths 

Based Leadership” by Tom Rath and Barry Conchie. This resource will walk you through what your 

strengths mean, how you can elevate your strengths in teams and leadership and how to work with 

others’ strengths.  
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When determining your own leadership style you need to first know thyself. 20 The following two 

questions can help: 

 

 
Adapted from ASAE and Rabinowitz, 2014. 20,26 

 

Regardless of your preferred style, it is important to adapt to the situation and challenges of the 

team.22 For example, if you are a new VISTA Leader, your style needs to be close to what the 

organization expects or similar to that of the VISTA Leader prior to you.  After all, your leadership is 

about the needs of the people and the team, not yourself.20-21 In time, as your team changes and grows 

you can transform into other styles as needed.   

 

 

 
 

List taken from http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/leadership-mistakes.htm. Be sure to check 

out the link for more information on each mistake! 

http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/leadership-mistakes.htm
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Dale Carnegie (2015) recommends the following tips when working with people with different 

Leadership Styles:25 

 

 
 

To assess your leadership and receive feedback on where you can improve, visit: 

http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newLDR_50.htm 

 

Visit another Action Learning Challenge product that you may find helpful: 

VISTA Leader Roles: Effective Practices and Examples 

http://www.vistacampus.gov/sites/default/files/legacy/87/Action_Learning/Team_Products/Leader_

Roles_Project.pdf 

 

 

 

http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newLDR_50.htm
http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newLDR_50.htm
http://www.vistacampus.gov/sites/default/files/legacy/87/Action_Learning/Team_Products/Leader_Roles_Project.pdf
http://www.vistacampus.gov/sites/default/files/legacy/87/Action_Learning/Team_Products/Leader_Roles_Project.pdf
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Knowing how your organization, your supervisor role, and the VISTA Leader role fits into the overall 

VISTA organizational structure is the first step to setting up an effective relationship with your 

organization’s VISTA Leader.  

○ See this organizational chart27 to understand the national service network that supports 

VISTA.  

○ The following chart gives you a closer look at the organization structure of intermediary 

sites:  

 

 

 
 

AmeriCorps VISTA engages over 7,000 individuals wanting to give back to their communities and 

provide tangible solutions to poverty. 

 

  
Understanding how VISTA Leaders contribute to VISTA projects helps you as a supervisor be clear 

about role expectations, position responsibilities, and project goals. 

○ This VISTA Leader overview28 from the supervisor orientation workbook provides some 

background information about the mission, goals, and responsibilities of VISTA Leaders. 

○ This list describes the Limitations on Member Activities and Duties.29 

http://www.vistacampus.gov/sites/default/files/ServiceConnections.pdf
http://www.vistacampus.gov/sites/default/files/legacy/50/RolesandResponsibilities/BigPicture/VISTA_Leader.pdf
http://www.vistacampus.gov/limitation-member-activities-and-duties
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○ VISTA members and Leaders may also participate in other limited activities30 related to 

their work, including teleservice, educational courses, and scholarship/financial aid 

programs. 

○ Design a powerful VISTA Leader Assignment Description (VLAD)31 considering the roles 

of a VISTA Leader (below). 

 

VISTA Leaders are members who have served at least one VISTA year and are often seeking an 

extended service and leadership opportunity. VISTA Leaders are placed with organizations that have 

at least eight VISTA members to coordinate efforts between site sponsors, multi-site projects, VISTAs 

(often across a state or multiple states), and the Corporation for National and Community Service 

(CNCS).32 

 

 
VISTA Leaders take on a variety of different roles throughout the course of their service. Having a basic 

understanding of these roles can help illustrate how you can utilize your organization’s VISTA Leader in 

an effective way. 

○ Ambassador: VISTA leaders represent national and community service in your town or 

city and region.  They are a spokesperson and advocate for VISTA, your sponsoring 

organization and their respective missions.33 

 

○ Facilitator/Educator: VISTA Leaders facilitate the transfer of knowledge, skills and 

attitudes to VISTA members to help contribute to a meaningful service experience and 

successful project outcome.34 

 

○ Mentor: VISTA Leaders influence and guide VISTA members toward achieving their 

VISTA Assignment Description (VAD) goals.35 

 

○ Liaison: VISTA Leaders help build relationships between key players (self, members, 

supervisor, sponsor, state office, community) and identify the needs of these players. 

They ensure relationships between team members are on track and that members have 

what they need in order to accomplish their goals.36 

 

○ Recruiter: VISTA Leaders contribute to finding the right people for the next year’s 

open VISTA positions. They work to connect someone’s skills and desires with the 

requirements and vision of the position and shared VISTA goal of eliminating poverty.37 

 

○ Resource Generator: VISTA Leaders facilitate VISTA members’ successful 

completion of project tasks by helping them access the resources they need.38 

 

Each of the above links to a section on the VISTA Campus that provides a number of resources around 

each role. Be sure to visit and explore! 

http://www.vistacampus.gov/limited-activities-and-arrangements-while-service
http://www.vistacampus.gov/sites/default/files/legacy/50/VAD/SampleVADs/Sample_VLAD.doc
http://www.nationalservice.gov/
http://www.nationalservice.gov/
http://www.vistacampus.gov/resources/leader-roles-ambassador
http://www.vistacampus.gov/resources/leader-roles-facilitatoreducator
http://www.vistacampus.gov/resources/leader-roles-mentor
http://www.vistacampus.gov/resources/leader-roles-liaison
http://www.vistacampus.gov/resources/leader-roles-recruiter
http://www.vistacampus.gov/resources/leader-roles-resource-generator
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Understanding role differences allows you and your VISTA project to stay compliant with CNCS rules 

and regulations.39 

○ This Comparison of VISTA Leader and Supervisor roles40 provides clarity on appropriate 

VISTA Leader tasks. 

 

VISTA Leaders are not supervisors. Rather, they are a direct link to and resource for VISTA members. 

VISTA Leaders are often the “first responder” in resolving conflicts, problem-solving, and creating 

professional development opportunities for VISTAs. 

 

 
Communication (or lack thereof) can be the biggest challenge between Supervisors and VISTA Leaders. 

Making sure VISTA Leaders feel heard and included helps them understand how they fit into the 

organization, as well as helping them see how they can contribute. 

 

When communicating, 

o Be clear, candid and concise about your thoughts and position 

o Share your thinking behind what you have said (data and interpretations). 

o Check for perspectives that are different from yours and inquire into the thinking 

behind those. 

 

Inevitably, conflict will arise. Here are some suggestions to ease difficult conversations: 

o Ask open ended questions 

o Ask for more concrete information  

o Listen 

o Paraphrase for clarity 

o Acknowledge their feelings (let them know they are valid even if you do not agree 

with them.)  

o Say what you mean; don’t rely on them to pick up your real meaning from sub-

context.  

o Start with what matter most for you 

o Gather as much information as possible in trying to solve your problem.  

o Use “I” statements, do not use “you” statements (they sound like blaming) 

o Invent options that would make you both happy  

http://www.vistacampus.gov/appendix-c-regulations-rules-and-guidelines
http://www.vistacampus.gov/appendix-c-regulations-rules-and-guidelines
http://www.vistacampus.gov/sites/default/files/legacy/50/RolesandResponsibilities/BigPicture/VISTA_Leader_and_Supervisor_Comparison.pdf
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o Test the solutions you create 

 

○ Take the Interpersonal Communications Assessment41 that’s also offered to VISTA 

Leaders before their orientation. 

 

Read more about effective communication in the main portion of our guide here. 

 

 

 
Appreciative Inquiry is an approach that considers the generative aspects and positive energy of an 

organization. Consider discussing the following questions with your organization’s VISTA Leader to 

learn more about how you can collaborate to your full potential: 

 
Adapted from Appreciative Inquiry, David Cooperrider, Case Western Reserve University. 11 

 

 

 
VISTA Leaders are eager to support your organization’s VISTAs during times of challenges and 

celebrate their accomplishments when they succeed, but sometimes VISTAs are hesitant to share things 

on their own. Providing updates to your VISTA Leader can help them deliver high-quality support to 

the VISTAs they lead. 

○ The VISTA Impact App42 can help you, VISTA Leaders, and VISTA members track and 

analyze outputs connected to Performance Measures.43 

○ If conflict arises, share these VISTA Campus resources about Managing Conflict.44 

http://www.vistacampus.gov/sites/default/files/legacy/87/Getting_Started/Documents/Interpersonal_Communication_Assessment.doc
http://www.vistacampus.gov/americorps-vista-impact-app
http://www.nationalservice.gov/resources/performance-measurement/vista
http://www.vistacampus.gov/defining-conflict
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○ Read more about Progress Monitoring and Reporting45 in the VISTA Supervisor Manual. 

○ Use this sample Reporting Task List46 to keep track of reports, sponsor verification due 

dates, and member paperwork -- and share it with your VISTA Leader! 

 

VISTA Leaders create their own networks when collaborating with VISTA members and partner 

organizations. Allowing VISTA Leaders to be involved in reporting successes and growth areas could 

benefit your organization by an increased public profile, connecting to new partners, and recruiting 

new volunteers or members in a strategic way. 

 

 
No two leaders are the same. Understanding how and when leaders do their best work helps each party 

fully support each other and be mindful of potential conflicts. 

○ Explore how to coach VISTAs47 effectively, and share your leadership mindset with your 

VISTA Leader. 

○ Help foster leaders by providing feedback through a Performance Review.48  

○ Assess49 your leadership style… 

○ And then read more about how to play to your strengths.50 

○ Ten common leadership mistakes include: 

o Not providing feedback 

o Not making time for your team 

o Being too “hands-off” 

o Being too friendly 

o Failing to define goals 

o Misunderstanding motivation 

o Hurrying recruitment 

o Not “walking the walk” 

o Not delegating 

o Not understanding your role  

 
○ There are many documents, webinars, handbooks, and other resources on the supervisor 

section of the VISTA campus. Start here51 if you haven’t visited the site before. 

○ View additional VISTA Leader-created Action Learning Challenge products.52 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.vistacampus.gov/progress-monitoring-reporting
http://www.vistacampus.gov/sites/default/files/VISTA_Reporting_Task_List_0.xlsx
http://www.vistacampus.gov/resources/introduction-coaching
http://www.vistacampus.gov/sites/default/files/VISTA_Member_Performance_Review_Template.docx
http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newLDR_50.htm
http://strengths.gallup.com/110242/about-book.aspx
http://www.vistacampus.gov/supervisors/big-picture
http://www.vistacampus.gov/resources/action-learning-team-products
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Our team has utilized a multitude of resources in the creation of this product to provide VISTA Leaders 
with the best possible information available. For easy referencing, we have compiled all of the resources 

used throughout this document into this Resource List. 
 

 
 

 

1.   Satir, V. (1983). Communication: A process of giving and getting information. In Conjoint Family 

Therapy (3rd ed., pp. 79-93). Palo Alto, CA: Science and Behavior Books. 

 

2.   Weber, C. (2013). Conversational capacity the secret to building successful teams that perform 

when the pressure is on. New York: McGraw-Hill Education. 

 

3.   Barney. (n.d.). Listening. (pp. 3-17). Link to PDF 

 

4.   Cannon, M., & Witherspoon, R. (2005). Actionable feedback: Unlocking the power of learning and 

performance improvement. Academy of Management Executive, 19(2), 120-134. 

 

5.   Hellriegal, D. (1989). Organizational Behavior. St. Paul, MN: West Publishing Company. 

 

6.   Emotional Intelligence and Social Interaction, Lopes, et. al, 2004. 

 

 

 
7.   Riordan, C.  (2013, July 3). We All Need Friends At Work. Retrieved March 20, 2015, from  

 

8.   Adapted from How to Improve Your Relationships At Work, Liloia, N., 2014. 

 

9.   Adapted from Building a Healthy Workplace? Start with the Foundation of Positive Working 

Relationships, Manion, J., Academy of Medical-Surgical Nurses. 

 

10.   Wheelan, S. (2010). Creating effective teams: A guide for members and leaders. Thousand Oaks, 

Calif.: Sage Publications  

11.   Adapted from Appreciative Inquiry Handbook (2nd ed.), Cooperrider, D.L., Whitney, D., Stavros, 

J.M., 2008. 

 

../Downloads/Baney%20Listening.pdf
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12.   S.M.A.R.T. Goals - http://topachievement.com/smart.html 

 

13.   S.W.O.T. Analysis - http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTMC_05.htm 

 

14.   P.E.S.T. Analysis - http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTMC_09.htm 

 

15.   Adapted from Feeling Equal to Someone Senior to You, Garfinkle, J., 2005. 

 

16.   Managing Conflict, (n.d.). In Effective Groups (pp. 172-190). 

 

17.   Stone, D., Patton, B., & Heen, S. (1999). How to understand another person’s understanding. 

Difficult Conversations: How to Discuss What Matters Most (pp. 34-39). 

 

18.   CTB: Section 7. Building and Sustaining Relationships. (n.d.). Retrieved April 21, 2015, from 

http://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/leadership/leadership-functions/build-sustain-

relationships/main 

 

 

 

 
19.   Chemers, M. (1997). An Integrative Theory of Leadership. Mahwah, N.J.: Lawrence Erlbaum 

Associates.  

 

20.   Rabinowitz, P. (2014, January 1). Section 3. Styles of Leadership. Retrieved March 12, 2015 from  

 

21.   Leadership Styles. (2009, April 9). Wall Street Journal. 

http://guides.wsj.com/management/developing-a-leadership-style/how-to-develop-a-

leadership-style/  

 

22.   Goleman, D. (2000, March 1). Leadership That Gets Results. Harvard Business Review. 

https://hbr.org/2000/03/leadership-that-gets-results 

 

23.   Rooke, D., & Tobert, W. (2005, April 1). Seven Transformations of Leadership. Harvard Business 

Review. https://hbr.org/2005/04/seven-transformations-of-leadership 

 

24.   Rath, T., & Conchie, B. (2008). Strengths Based Leadership: Great Leaders, Teams, and Why 

People Follow. New York, NY: Gallup, Inc. 

 

25.   Carnegie, D., 2015. Leadership Styles & Tendencies. (n.d.). Retrieved March 12, 2015, from 

http://www.dalecarnegie.com/leadership-styles-and-tendencies/  

 

26.   ASAE ® The Center for Association Leadership (8 Common Leadership Styles - Associations Now 

Magazine) http://www.asaecenter.org/Resources/ANowDetail.cfm?ItemNumber=241962 

http://topachievement.com/smart.html
http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTMC_05.htm
http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTMC_09.htm
../Downloads/Managing%20Conflict.pdf
http://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/leadership/leadership-functions/build-sustain-relationships/main
http://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/leadership/leadership-functions/build-sustain-relationships/main
http://guides.wsj.com/management/developing-a-leadership-style/how-to-develop-a-leadership-style/
http://guides.wsj.com/management/developing-a-leadership-style/how-to-develop-a-leadership-style/
https://hbr.org/2000/03/leadership-that-gets-results
https://hbr.org/2005/04/seven-transformations-of-leadership
http://www.dalecarnegie.com/leadership-styles-and-tendencies/
http://www.asaecenter.org/Resources/ANowDetail.cfm?ItemNumber=241962
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27.   VISTA Organizational Chart, Corporation for National and Community Service, VISTA Campus 

http://tinyurl.com/vistaorganizationchart 

 

28.   Description of VISTA Leader Roles and Responsibilities 

http://tinyurl.com/vistaleaderoverview 

 

29.   Limitations on VISTA Member Activities and Duties 

http://tinyurl.com/vistalimitations 

 

30.   Limited Activities and Arrangements While In Service 

http://tinyurl.com/othervistalimitations 

 

31.   Sample VISTA Leader Assignment Description (VLAD) 

http://tinyurl.com/LeaderVAD 

 

32.   Website for Corporation for National and Community Service 

http://www.nationalservice.gov 

 

33.   VISTA Leader Role: Ambassador 

http://www.vistacampus.gov/resources/leader-roles-ambassador 

 

34.   VISTA Leader Role: Facilitator/Educator 

http://www.vistacampus.gov/resources/leader-roles-facilitatoreducator 

 

35.   VISTA Leader Role: Mentor 

http://www.vistacampus.gov/resources/leader-roles-mentor 

 

36.   VISTA Leader Role: Liaison 

http://www.vistacampus.gov/resources/leader-roles-liaison 

 

37.   VISTA Leader Role: Recruiter 

http://www.vistacampus.gov/resources/leader-roles-recruiter 

 

38.   VISTA Leader Role: Resource Generator 

http://www.vistacampus.gov/resources/leader-roles-resource-generator 

 

39.   VISTA Member Handbook, Appendix C: Regulations, Rules, and Guidelines 

http://tinyurl.com/regulationsrulesguidelines 

 

40.   Comparison of Supervisor and VISTA Leader Roles 

http://tinyurl.com/leadersupervisorcomparison 

http://tinyurl.com/vistaorganizationchart
http://tinyurl.com/vistaleaderoverview
http://tinyurl.com/vistalimitations
http://tinyurl.com/othervistalimitations
http://tinyurl.com/LeaderVAD
http://www.nationalservice.gov/
http://www.vistacampus.gov/resources/leader-roles-ambassador
http://www.vistacampus.gov/resources/leader-roles-facilitatoreducator
http://www.vistacampus.gov/resources/leader-roles-mentor
http://www.vistacampus.gov/resources/leader-roles-liaison
http://www.vistacampus.gov/resources/leader-roles-recruiter
http://www.vistacampus.gov/resources/leader-roles-resource-generator
http://tinyurl.com/regulationsrulesguidelines
http://tinyurl.com/leadersupervisorcomparison
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41.   Interpersonal Communication Assessment 

http://tinyurl.com/communicationsassessment 

 

42.   The AmeriCorps VISTA Impact App 

http://www.vistacampus.gov/americorps-vista-impact-app 

 

43.   AmeriCorps VISTA Performance Measurements 
http://www.nationalservice.gov/resources/performance-measurement/vista 

 

44.   Defining Conflict 
http://www.vistacampus.gov/defining-conflict 

 

45.   Progress Monitoring and Reporting 

http://www.vistacampus.gov/progress-monitoring-reporting 

 

46.   VISTA Project Reporting Calendar User Guide 
http://tinyurl.com/reportingtasklist 

 

47.   Introduction to Coaching 
http://www.vistacampus.gov/resources/introduction-coaching  

 

48.   VISTA Member Performance Review Template 
http://tinyurl.com/vistaperformancereview  

 

49.   MindTools - How Good Are Your Leadership Skills? 
http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newLDR_50.htm  

 

50.   About Strengths-Based Leadership 
http://strengths.gallup.com/110242/about-book.aspx  

 

51.   AmeriCorps VISTA: The Big Picture 
http://www.vistacampus.gov/supervisors/big-picture 

 

52.   Action Learning Team Products 
http://www.vistacampus.gov/resources/action-learning-team-products 

http://tinyurl.com/communicationsassessment
http://www.vistacampus.gov/americorps-vista-impact-app
http://www.nationalservice.gov/resources/performance-measurement/vista
http://www.vistacampus.gov/defining-conflict
http://www.vistacampus.gov/progress-monitoring-reporting
http://tinyurl.com/reportingtasklist
http://www.vistacampus.gov/resources/introduction-coaching
http://tinyurl.com/vistaperformancereview
http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newLDR_50.htm
http://strengths.gallup.com/110242/about-book.aspx
http://www.vistacampus.gov/supervisors/big-picture
http://www.vistacampus.gov/resources/action-learning-team-products

